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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
Statement of the Problem
The ability to comprehend native English speech is an essential skill for any adult
immigrant in the United States. In order to meet this skill, immigrants enroll in English as
a Second Language (ESL) courses in adult education centers and community colleges,
where they make up the majority of the student body (Ellis, 1999). They invest time and
resources into ESL courses in order to improve their employment prospects, as well as
perform practical tasks such as shopping, renting an apartment or communicating with
healthcare workers (Blumenthal, 2002).
However, the listening comprehension curriculum which is used in these courses
does not adequately prepare students to comprehend spoken language outside of the
classroom. This disconnect between spoken language inside the classroom, and spoken
language outside of the classroom, exists for several reasons. To begin with, as Huang
(2009) notes, the pre-recorded dialogues used in listening comprehension lessons usually
feature formal, unnatural and grammatically correct English. In contrast, language
outside of the classroom is spoken rapidly, features different accents and contains slang
or ungrammatical features (Ghaderpanahi, 2012). Disfluency is also a hallmark of
authentic conversation. Approximately 6 in every 100 words contains a repetition,
correction, or hesitation such as um or er (Fox Tree, 1995). Furthermore, in actual
conversations, “native-speakers speak over each other, at different volumes and speeds
and often with frequent interruptions” (Ghaderpanahi, 2012, p. 146).
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The consequences of the disconnect between language inside of the class and
language outside of the class can be significant for ESL students. While they may feel
comfortable understanding formal speech during lessons, they are actually unprepared for
understanding English outside of the classroom in their daily lives. An inability to
understand English in real-life situations, which after all is one of the main reasons
newcomers take ESL courses, will inevitably lead to a lack of confidence and an
unwillingness to practice and engage in authentic conversations.
Purpose of the Project
The purpose of this project will be to develop a curriculum that familiarizes
students with authentic spoken English in a variety of contexts. The intended audience
will be immigrant students at community colleges or adult education centers in the
United States who are taking courses in order to improve their communicative
competence in their daily lives, and who are enrolled in high-intermediate to advanced
courses. While it would be impossible to expose students to every way in which English
is spoken, this project will instead focus on increasing students’ confidence in
understanding authentic communication and will feature the accents or dialects which
students are most likely to encounter. This curriculum is not intended to replace existing
listening comprehension materials that are important and useful. Instead, it is designed to
supplement those existing materials and to provide examples of actual authentic
communication.
The curriculum will consist of a five lesson series where the focal point of each
lesson is a recorded conversation from the Storycorps website. Storycorps is an
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independent organization which has been recording conversations between ordinary
Americans since 2003 (“About Storycorps,” 2016). Since their inception, they have
recorded and archived 65,000 conversations (“Storycorps Archive,” 2016). Most of the
recordings are 3-4 minutes long, and they are often played on National Public Radio. In
addition, they are genuine examples of authentic American spoken English. The five
dialogues will be chosen based on their complexity of speech, type of speaker, and topic.
Exercises, activities and vocabulary will be included with each dialogue and they will be
designed to maximize the learning potential of the recordings. The goal is not for students
to learn to speak through these dialogues, but instead to increase their listening
comprehension abilities through exposure to authentic speech. While it is understood that
informal speech can be intensely challenging for students learning English, research has
shown that listening comprehension skills for EFL students improve when they are
exposed to examples of authentic speech (Ghaderpanahi, 2012).
Theoretical Framework
The curriculum in this field project is based on two major second language
acquisition theories: The Communicative Competence Theory, and Krashen’s Input
Hypothesis.
The Communicative Competence Theory
The Communicative Competence Theory was developed in the mid 1960s by Dell
Hymes. This theory emphasizes the sociocultural aspects of language. Essentially, the
theory states that social knowledge of how and when to use the language is as important
as grammatical knowledge. Hymes (1972) writes, “The engagement of language in social
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life has a positive, productive aspect. There are rules of use without which the rules of
grammar would be useless” (p. 278). This theory significantly influenced the
Communicative Language Teaching Approach (CLT) which encouraged meaningful
authentic communication, as opposed to rote memorization of rules.
This theory was expanded by Michael Canale and Merrill Swain (1980) who
noted that:
We understand communication to be based in sociocultural, interpersonal
interaction, to involve unpredictability and creativity, to take place in a discourse
and sociocultural context, to be purposive behavior, to be carried out under
performance constraints, to involve the use of authentic (as opposed to textbook
contrived) language, and to be judged successful or not on the basis of behavioral
outcomes. (p. 29).
Canale and Swain (1980) went further and divided communicative competence into four
separate components. The first of these was grammatical competence, which Hymes had
earlier named linguistic competence. This competence encompasses the morphological,
syntactic, semantic, and phonological rules of language. In other words, a speaker of a
language must understand the grammatical rules of that language in order to be
understood. This was followed by discourse competence which concerns the ability to
connect a number of sentences into coherent meaning. Where grammatical competence is
concerned with the rules of language within a sentence, discourse competence is
concerned with the intersentential rules of language (Brown, 2000). A speaker must be
able to connect a series of sentences logically into a greater whole unit of meaning.
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Next was sociolinguistic competence, or the sociocultural rules of language and
discourse. This competence requires that the speaker have a knowledge of the social
context, roles of participants, and the function of an interaction. In order to communicate,
a speaker must not only know the grammatical rules of a language, but also the how and
when to use that language. Finally, Canale and Swain (1980) created a fourth category:
strategic competence. This category was the most complex. However, essentially it stated
that a speaker must have knowledge of how to negotiate breakdowns of language or any
of the other inherent unpredictable problems that arise in communication. It includes the
use of paraphrasing, repetition, nonverbal gestures, guessing, and shifts of style. As
Brown (2000) states, “It is the competence underlying our ability to make repairs, to cope
with imperfect knowledge, and to sustain communication” (p. 247).
The goal of this curriculum is to promote students’ communicative competence
through exposure to meaningful authentic communication. Through using authentic
recordings, students will learn not just the rules of English, they will also develop their
sociolinguistic competence. The recordings that will be used are situated in common
cultural contexts and therefore they will be valuable tools for introducing students to the
cultural component of the English language. In addition, the authenticity of these
recordings will develop the students’ strategic competence. Unlike the unnatural and
sterile language of many recorded language materials, authentic recordings include many
examples of speakers negotiating meaning through strategic means. Students will be
exposed to repetitions, guesses, paraphrasing, non-verbal sounds, hesitations, and other
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examples of speakers negotiating breakdowns. Exposure to these pieces of language will
bolster students’ strategic competence.
Input Hypothesis
The main principle of Krashen’s input hypothesis is that for adult language
learners, there is a difference between the acquisition of a second language and the
learning of a second language (Brown, 2000). While the second involves a conscious
effort to learn the rules and systems of a language, the first is a more subtle and
subconscious “picking up” of a language. According to Krashen, fluency in a second
language is more acquired than learned, and thus adults should focus more on acquiring
language as opposed to struggling with innumerable rules. Higgs (1985) notes that, “only
language acquisition accounts for the spontaneous use of the target language” and
“encouraging language acquisition rather than language learning… must be the primary
goal of instruction” (p. 197).
In acquiring a second language, the learner should be exposed to structures which
are one small step beyond their current level. Krashen named this concept, “i + 1,” where
“i” represents the student’s current level and “+1” represents the level above (Brown,
2000). In regards to listening comprehension, students should be challenged but also just
barely able to understand the material. In this way, students progress by being provided
with comprehensible input at just the right level.
In the context of this field project, the lessons are designed for high-intermediate
to advanced students who have already demonstrated proficiency in traditional listening
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comprehension activities at their level. For these students, the “+1” will be the authentic
and complicated nature of natural spoken English.
Significance of the Project
This project will be designed to specifically benefit ESL teachers at community
colleges who are primarily teaching adult immigrant students. The recorded dialogues,
along with the exercises and activities, will be organized in a convenient and practical
way for teachers who are looking to incorporate authentic spoken language into their
listening comprehension lessons. As mentioned before, these lessons are not designed to
be the sole listening comprehension resources for an ESL course. Instead, their purpose is
to supplement existing resources and provide teachers with quick, straightforward and
well organized listening comprehension tasks where the focus is on authentic
communication in real-world settings.
In addition to benefitting teachers, this project will also benefit ESL students who
are currently not being challenged to comprehend authentic language in the classroom.
Exposing students to authentic discourse through the materials in this project will prepare
students to engage in conversations outside of the classroom. Furthermore, improving the
quality of listening comprehension materials will increase their abilities and confidence
in using English in their daily lives. It will also reinforce the benefits of studying English
and attending community college.
Limitations
One of the limitations of this project is that the curriculum will be most effective
for high intermediate to advanced level students. As noted earlier, listening

9

comprehension in a target language is already a complex and difficult task. When
authentic materials are used, the complexity and degree of difficulty increases
significantly. For this reason, the authentic recordings included in this curriculum will
likely overwhelm beginning or low-intermediate students. Furthermore, it could
potentially frustrate and discourage low level students from continuing their studies.
Another limitation of this project concerns the selection of recordings from the
Storycorps archive. Many of these recordings feature senior citizens who use outdated
language. For this reason, not all recordings will be useful.
Definition of Terms
Authentic Conversation - According to Peterson in Celce-Murcia’s Teaching English as
a Second or Foreign Language (2001), authenticity in speech includes, “reduced forms,
fast speech features, false starts, hesitations, errors, some nonstandard dialects, and a
variety of different voices” (p. 95).
Authentic Materials - Porter and Roberts (1981) define authentic texts as samples of
language which were not intended for the purpose of teaching language. These materials
have also been defined by Rogers and Medley (1988) as language samples where there is
a natural form, as well as appropriate situational and cultural contexts which would be
familiar and normal to native speakers of the language.
Communicative Competence - According to Freeman and Anderson (2011) in
Techniques and Principles in Language Teaching, communicative competence is the
ability of “knowing when and how to say what to whom.” (p. 115). This broad definition
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emphasizes the social function of language, as opposed to its linguistic and structural
components.
Comprehensible Input - Freeman and Anderson (2011) simply define comprehensible
input as “meaningful exposure to the target language” (p. 103). The complexity of the
input is in relation to the level of the students, and often the teacher will use expression,
physical movement, and pictures to create meaning for the students.
Disfluency - Fox Tree (1995) writes that disfluencies include any phenomena which
interrupt the flow of speech and that don’t add meaning. These could include long pauses,
restarted sentences, filler words such as uh and like, and repeated words or phrases.
English as a Foreign Language (EFL) - In Principles of Language Teaching and
Learning (2000), Brown defines EFL as learning English within a culture where English
is not the primary language.
English as a Second Language (ESL) - According to Brown (2000), ESL is the study of
English in a culture where English is spoken natively, for example in The United States
or The United Kingdom.
English Language Learners (ELLs) - Bigelow and Schwarz (2010) define ELLs as
anyone who is learning English when it is not their first language.
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CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Introduction
Adult immigrant students currently make up the majority of the student
population in ESL courses at community colleges in the United States (Ellis, 1999). They
enroll in these courses to help them adapt to their new English speaking environments, as
well as to improve their employment opportunities (Blumenthal, 2002). A primary need
for these students is improving their listening comprehension skills. However, often the
materials used for these lessons are inadequate. In fact, many of the dialogues used in
ESL courses feature formal, grammatically correct, and unnatural English (Huang, 2009).
These types of recordings are not adequate for preparing students for listening
comprehension outside of the classroom. What is needed is a listening comprehension
curriculum that exposes students to authentic speech within a variety of cultural contexts.
The two second language acquisition theories that this curriculum is based on are:
The Communicative Competence Theory, and The Input Hypothesis. This review of
literature will examine these theories’ role in improving listening comprehension for ESL
students. First, it will cover the use of authentic materials for second language
acquisition. Second, this review will examine strategies for teaching listening
comprehension. The last category will explore intercultural communicative competence.
Use of Authentic Materials for Second Language Acquisition
Gilmore (2011) examined how the inclusion of authentic materials increased
students’ levels of communicative competence over ten months. In the study, sixty-two
university students in Japan were assigned to two groups: one control group that used
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primarily textbook input and one experimental group that used authentic input. The
authentic materials included the form of films, documentaries, TV shows, newspaper
articles, and home produced videos of native speakers. Teachers selected materials that
highlighted different aspects of communicative competence. Students were given a preand post-test that involved eight assessments to measure their communicative
competence: a listening test, a pronunciation test, a C-test, a grammar test, a vocabulary
test, a discourse completion task, an oral interview, and a student-student role play. At the
end of the ten month period, the experimental group outperformed the control group in
five out of the eight tests. Gilmore (2011) states,
The results of this study strongly suggest that the authentic materials used with
the experimental group in the investigation were better able to develop a range of
communicative competencies in the learners than the two EFL textbooks used
with the control group. (p. 810).
These findings were attributed to the fact that the authentic materials provided richer
material which exposed students to a wider variety of linguistic, pragmatic, strategic and
discourse features. The richer quality of the authentic materials also allowed teachers to
call attention to these features and help students incorporate them into their own language
(Gilmore, 2011).
Ghaderpanahi (2012) conducted an in-depth study on the effects of incorporating
authentic aural materials on the listening comprehension abilities of thirty undergraduate
students studying English in Iran. In her research, Ghaderpanahi outlined the challenges
students encounter with listening comprehension: layers of sound, varying intonations,
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and different accents. While at first students were challenged and frustrated by the speed
and complexity of authentic speech, by the end of the study, interviews conducted with
the students indicated that students felt more comfortable comprehending authentic
materials. In addition, they were able to recognize the difference between English used in
the classroom and English that they watched or listened to in the real world.
In the study, the authentic materials were paired with structured listening
comprehension lessons as well as communicative exercises. At the conclusion of the
study Ghaderpanahi (2012) stated that, “The analysis of data revealed that the students’
listening comprehension appeared to have improved after being exposed to authentic
aural materials in the classroom.” (p. 149). She also emphasized that if the goal of an
EFL course is to prepare students for real life situations outside of the classroom,
authentic materials must be incorporated into listening comprehension lessons
(Ghaderpanahi, 2012).
Similar to the two studies above, Al Qasim and Al Fadda (2013) found that
exposing students to authentic speech increased their listening comprehension abilities. In
this study, 46 female students in Saudi Arabia were divided into a control and an
experimental group. The latter was given access to a number of podcasts on their mobile
devices. Students in this group also created their own podcasts based on material in the
course, and these podcasts were then shared with the rest of the class. At the conclusion
of the study, the researchers found that the listening comprehension abilities of the
experimental group improved more than the control group. In addition, podcasts provided
the students with attractive opportunities for exposure to authentic speech and
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encouraged vocabulary acquisition for higher students. Students also responded that they
found the podcasts enjoyable, and that they gained confidence in their ability to
comprehend spoken English (Al Qasim & Al Fadda, 2013).
The studies above are rooted in Krashen’s Input Hypothesis, which is the theory
that fluency in a second language is acquired through exposure at a comprehensible level
(Brown, 2000). In all three of these studies, students were exposed to spoken English
which was just beyond their current level. As mentioned earlier, Krashen named this
process “i+1”. For the purpose of this project, these studies clearly show the proven
benefits of exposing ESL students to comprehensible input in the form of authentic
materials.
Strategies for Teaching Listening Comprehension
Huang (2009) begins his article, How to Teach Aural English More Effectively, by
asserting that listening comprehension has never received the same amount of attention as
the other three modalities in the ESL classroom. In response, he argues that, “It is of vital
importance to teach aural English more effectively.” (p. 213). First, he highlights the
main problems with listening comprehension lessons: monotonous pattern of teaching,
ineffectiveness of teachers’ roles, and student passivity. He then suggests a variety of
changes that can help overcome these difficulties. To begin with, the listening
environment should be more authentic. Speakers should be visible, either in person or on
video, students should have to respond while listening (verbally or nonverbally),
environmental clues such as background noise and descriptions of settings should be
incorporated, and finally the materials should include real-life language features (Huang,
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2009). The author asserts that the inclusion of these elements will greatly improve the
quality and effectiveness of listening comprehension lessons.
The teaching of reduced forms is another strategy that has been shown to be
effective in the context of listening comprehension. Reduced forms include: contractions
such as “don’t” or “I’m,”, omissions, such as the last “t” in “last night,” and
pronunciation changes due to speed, such as “gonna” and “woulda.” Khaghaninezhad and
Jafarzadeh (2013) conducted a study with 50 intermediate level Iranian students to
ascertain whether the explicit teaching of reduced forms improved their listening
comprehension abilities. In the study, the experimental group which received that extra
instruction significantly outperformed the control group which only received standard
listening comprehension instruction. The study also showed that the experimental group
participants not only increased their awareness of reduced forms, but they were also able
to produce more reduced forms in their own speech (Khaghaninezhad & Jafarzadeh,
2013).
In her article, A Cognitive Perspective on Language Learners’ Listening
Comprehension Problems, Goh (2000) outlines the major cognitive difficulties that ESL
students face when comprehending spoken English. The research is based on self-reports
done by a group of Chinese EFL students at various levels. Goh (2000) analysed the data
and organized it into the ten most cited problems. Of these, the three most common were:
not recognizing words they hear, quickly forgetting what is heard, and understanding
words but not the overall message. These problems were equally present for both high
level and low level students (Goh, 2000).
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At the conclusion of the article, Goh (2000) advocates for providing students with
cognitive, metacognitive, and social affective strategies for improving their listening
comprehension. For each category she gives 8-12 examples of activities and practices
that can be incorporated into listening comprehension lessons. In addition, she feels that
teachers should encourage learners to reflect on their difficulties. This process of
increasing their metacognitive awareness would hopefully allow students to confront
their listening comprehension struggles more openly and to be more effective in
overcoming them.
The benefits of teaching students both cognitive and metacognitive strategies is
also the subject of Guan’s study, The Effects of Explicit Listening Strategy Instruction on
the Listening Comprehension of English as a Second Language Community College
Students (2014). Guan instructed select groups of community college students in the Bay
Area on different listening techniques to see if they helped improve students’ abilities.
First, she interviewed students and found that the three most common problems were:
small vocabulary size, underdeveloped listening vocabulary, and fast speech rate. In
response, she developed vocabulary pre-listening activities, instructed the students on
metacognitive practices such as directed attention, and also taught more complex
cognitive techniques such as note-taking. She used both qualitative and quantitative
methods to ascertain the efficacy of the different strategies. Guan (2014) found, “Both
qualitative and quantitative analysis indicated that students’ listening comprehension
abilities had improved as a result of the explicit strategy instruction.” (p. 117).
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The results of these studies clearly show that an essential component of any
listening comprehension curriculum involves the explicit instruction of listening
techniques. The curriculum in this field project will incorporate the instruction of reduced
forms, a variety of effective communicative activities, and the explicit teaching of
cognitive and metacognitive strategies.
Intercultural Communicative Competence
In the introduction to the book, Teaching and Assessing Intercultural
Communicative Competence (1997), Byram explains the complex relationship between
the teaching of language and culture. He writes that the importance of the cultural context
of communication cannot be understated, as it greatly informs how information will be
sent or received. For example, “(it) often involves the indirectness of politeness rather
than the direct and efficient choice of language full of information.” (Byram, 1997, p. 3).
However, in this case, what is polite in one culture may not be polite in another. Thus,
successful communication cannot occur without cultural knowledge. Foreign language
teachers must keep this at the forefront of their mind when teaching and designing
curriculum.
One benefit of incorporating authentic materials into curriculum is that by their
very nature, these materials have culture embedded within them. This was most certainly
the case in a study by Gomez (2012) on the inclusion of authentic texts in a Colombian
EFL classroom. Gomez (2012) writes that, “Teachers might reflect that, instead of giving
importance to the learning of grammar rules through the use of non-authentic language,
learners need to develop language knowledge and cultural awareness through more
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authentic materials.” (p. 50). In his study, students read a short story by Steinbeck instead
of a traditional text from a textbook. So while there was a linguistic component to the
text, there was also a strong cultural component. The students learned about and
discussed the causes and consequences of the Great Depression, the geographical location
of the Salinas Valley, and the prevailing gender norms in 1930s America. “With this in
mind, learners developed intercultural communicative competence as they constructed
knowledge of language in context and acquired significant intercultural information.”
(Gomez, 2012, p. 59).
While the curriculum in this field project will not be using authentic written texts
like short stories from iconic American authors, it will be using authentic aural materials
created by everyday Americans. The authenticity of these materials, and the universal
themes they cover (romance, war, family, etc.), will provide students with an invaluable
source of intercultural information which has been shown to be a necessary component of
second language acquisition.
Summary
The first section of this review of literature showed clear benefits of incorporating
authentic materials into ESL curriculum. Three studies, one in Japan, one in Iran, and one
in Saudi Arabia, illustrated how a variety of authentic materials can increase student
motivation, expose students to wide variety of language features, and increase student
confidence in their listening comprehension abilities. Exposure to authentic materials has
also been shown to increase students’ overall level of communicative competence.
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The second section of this review concerned the teaching of listening
comprehension in EFL/ESL classes. It began by outlining the inherent complexity and
difficulties of spoken English, such as the rate of speech, prevalence of ungrammatical
features, and disfluency. However, it also covered techniques and strategies that have
been shown to be effective in overcoming these challenges. These included: explicit
instruction of cognitive and metacognitive strategies, the teaching of reduced forms, and
communicative activities that can incorporated into lessons.
The final section covered the importance of intercultural competence in second
language acquisition. Language and culture have always been intertwined, and it is
impossible to truly acquire a second language without cultural knowledge of that
language. Authentic materials are an extremely effective way of embedding cultural
information into curriculum.
This field project will take the findings of these previous studies, and combine
them into a focused, practical, and useful listening comprehension curriculum using
Storycorps recordings. Currently, a listening comprehension curriculum based on
authentic recordings, embedded with intercultural information, and designed for
high-intermediate immigrant students, does not exist. This project will meet that need and
increase the level of communicative competence for its students.
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CHAPTER III
THE PROJECT AND ITS DEVELOPMENT
The Description of the Project
This field project is a listening comprehension curriculum for high intermediate to
advanced adult students who are taking courses at community colleges or adult education
centers. The project includes five Storycorps dialogues which feature authentic speakers
of American English. Each chapter of the curriculum is centered on one of these
recordings. Within each chapter there are a variety of pre-, during, and post-listening
activities and exercises, which are designed in accordance to the principles of
Communicative Language Teaching (CLT). The tasks and materials included in the
curriculum are designed to maximize the benefit of the recordings.
The pre-listening portion of the lessons focuses on introducing new vocabulary,
activating prior knowledge, building cultural schemata, and previewing the audio with
focus questions. To convey the meaning of new vocabulary, visual representations,
definitions, synonyms, and examples are used. In regards to activating prior knowledge
and building cultural schemata, anticipation guides and KWL charts are incorporated.
The curriculum includes instructions for teachers on how to play the recordings
during the listening portion of the lesson. In addition, suggestions for during listening
activities are provided such as jotting down specific numbers, noting facts or names,
listening for keywords, or completing cloze exercises.
The post-listening portion of the lessons contains several sections. The first
section covers comprehension and contains true and false questions, multiple choice
questions, short answer questions, and exercises where students must chronologically
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re-assemble the story. The second section covers vocabulary exercises such as matching,
fill in the blank, and using the word in context. The third section includes extension
activities for each dialogue. These could take the form of discussion questions, role plays
where the students continue the story, student created dialogues on similar scenarios, or
other group projects based on the same topic.
The recordings chosen for the project cover a range of topics, many of which are
related to immigrant adult ESL students. The first dialogue, Making It, features a young
man speaking with his former high school teacher about growing up poor in Chicago, and
what he had to do in order to survive. The second recording, Always a Family, features a
mother recalling the phone call she received from her divorced husband as he was
trapped in one of the Twin Towers on 9/11. The third dialogue, Crossing the Border,
involves a mother and her daughter recollecting on the difficulties they encountered as
new immigrants to the United States. The fourth dialogue, Knifepoint, details one man’s
unique approach to dealing with a mugger in New York City. The final recording, The
Nature of War, features a veteran of the Iraq War, recalling the friendship he made with
two Iraqi children, and the tragedy they encountered.
The Development of the Project
This idea for this field project was influenced by the personal language learning
experiences of the author. Over the last fifteen years the author studied Spanish, Chinese,
Russian and French in high school classrooms, at universities, and overseas in intensive
language programs. Over this range of experiences, he began to notice commonalities in
the process of language learning. He also began noticing common areas of struggle and
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of these, one routinely appeared. While despite having a strong foundation in grammar,
vocabulary and conversation within the class, he was completely unable to engage in
actual conversations outside of the classroom. When conversing with a native speaker,
the author was generally able to express what he wanted to say, but he was unable to
comprehend their speech. It was simply too fast, too fluid and contained too many
unrecognizable words. Over time, his listening comprehension improved but only with
hours and hours of struggling through conversations. The author was routinely struck by
the disconnect between his confidence in the classroom and his inabilities outside of the
classroom. After working as an EFL instructor in Ukraine and Burundi, and an ESL
instructor in the United States, he discovered that this was a universal problem.
Regardless the country or context, students would inevitably lament that while they
understood everything in the classroom, they felt unable to keep up in authentic
conversations outside of class. These experiences convinced the author that a better
listening comprehension curriculum, centered around authentic speech, was a necessary
yet missing component of many language courses.
The Project
Please see the appendix for the project.
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CHAPTER IV
CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Conclusions
In many ESL courses there is a large disconnect between the language students
hear in traditional listening comprehension materials, and the language they hear spoken
outside of class in their daily lives. As covered extensively above, multiple features of
authentic speech make it incredibly complex and difficult for language learners to
comprehend. However, ESL courses are doing their students a disservice by not
adequately preparing them to comprehend and engage in authentic discussions outside of
the classroom.
In response, the purpose of this project was to create a listening comprehension
curriculum which exposes and familiarizes students with some of the many ways in
which English is naturally spoken. The curriculum used conversations between real
Americans which were recorded and produced by the StoryCorps foundation. Not only
do these conversations feature authentic speakers of English, they also cover a wide
variety of topics which will be of interest to adult, immigrant, ESL students. The topics,
along with the exercises, activities and discussions which accompany them, will also
strengthen students’ intercultural communicative competence.
Recommendations
While this curriculum is designed to meet the needs and interests of a large group
of English learners, it is not suitable for every ESL or EFL student. When implementing
this curriculum, it is important to ensure that the students already possess the necessary
level of English for them to successfully learn from the materials. Beginning and low
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intermediate students could easily become confused, frustrated, and discouraged from the
difficulty of trying to comprehend authentic English speech. For this reason, it is
recommended that this curriculum is used with high intermediate and advanced students.
In addition, these lessons are not intended to become the sole source of listening
comprehension materials in an ESL classroom. They should be used in conjunction with
existing and more traditional listening comprehension materials. When they are used, the
instructor should emphasize that the goal for these lessons is to expose and familiarize
students to authentic speech, in order to better prepare them for authentic communication
in the real world.
While this curriculum could be used in a variety of ESL settings, it was designed
with a specific student population in mind: adult, immigrant, ESL students studying at
community colleges or adult education centers in the United States. Because this student
population is adjusting to not only a new language, but also a new environment and
culture, these lessons emphasize intercultural communicative competence. The goal of
this curriculum is to not only familiarize students to authentic speech, but also to help
them culturally adjust to life in the United States, and introduce them to several of the
innumerable cultural mores, attitudes, and norms of American life. For this reason, the
topics and subjects of these lessons are encouraged to be examined, discussed, and
debated in as many ways as possible. Instructors should do everything they can to
promote meaningful and thoughtful discussions around these topics. These lessons are
not merely a set of grammar exercises. Instead, they are a launch pad for stimulating,
thought provoking, and intellectually complex discussions.
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Finally, the author would encourage instructors who find this curriculum useful to
incorporate more authentic materials into the classroom. This curriculum uses five
animated videos from Storycorps.gov. However, there are dozens more animated
recordings easily accessible online, as well as more than 65,000 archived conversations
between real people on the StoryCorps website. These recordings cover almost every
aspect of the human experience, and instructors are encouraged to search and incorporate
more of them into their listening comprehension lessons. Not only will they expose
students to authentic American English, their authentic nature will inherently make the
activities more meaningful and interesting for students.
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Note for Teachers
Purpose of this Curriculum:
The purpose of this curriculum is to expose ESL students to authentic
American English. The lessons are not designed to completely replace existing
listening comprehension curriculum. Instead, they are designed to
supplement those materials, and to emphasize the authentic nature of the
featured speech. The exercises and activities included with each lesson will
allow students to maximize the benefits of each recording.
In addition, the topics of each lesson were chosen to promote lively and
stimulating discussions within the class. Teachers should do everything they
can to encourage and support these discussions. The lessons are meant to be
engaging, relatable, and useful for adult immigrant ESL students.

How to Use this Curriculum:
Teachers should follow the lessons as written in the handbook,
encouraging student participation. The recordings are available on the
provided DVD, or they can be accessed online on either youtube or the
StoryCorps website (storycorps.gov). The simplest way to find them online is
to search the title of the episode + “storycorps.”
After the pre-listening portion of the lesson, teachers should play the
recording once at normal speed. Next, teachers should return to the focus
questions and answer them as a class. Then, teachers should play the
recording again, and this time students will complete the During Listening
exercise. After this second playing, students should complete the
comprehension questions, vocabulary exercises, and extension activities.
Teachers are also encouraged to present the videos at the completion of each
lesson (suggestions for video activities are included at the end of the
workbook)

1

Making It
Listen to Noe Rueda telling his former teacher what it
was like to grow up poor in Chicago.

Pre-Listening

Millionaire

1. Vocabulary

Comic Books

To Trip

Construction Site
Dressed Sharp

Making It

3

B. What chores do you think are normal for a ten year old? Place the
following chores in the column where you think they belong.
Making dinner

Cleaning the bathroom

Walking the dog

Taking out the trash

Not Normal

Possibly

Having a job
Buying groceries
Normal

3. Focus Questions
A. How would you describe this family?
B. How did Noe Rueda help his mom?
C. What is Noe Rueda doing now?

During Listening
1. First Listen
In this recording, Noe Rueda tells his former teacher, Alex Fernandez,
what it was like to grow up poor. Listen to the recording and try to find
the answers to the focus questions.

Making It

4

2. Second Listen
Who is speaking? Listen to the recording again and circle the speaker.
A. My mother, she would actually make
under 8,000 a year.

Noe Rueda

Alex Fernandez

B. I didn’t make much. I made like twenty
bucks a week.

Noe Rueda

Alex Fernandez

C. That’s a lot of comic books and stuff.

Noe Rueda

Alex Fernandez

D. From that point on, I just dedicated on
getting money for my family.

Noe Rueda

Alex Fernandez

E. How did you make that money?

Noe Rueda

Alex Fernandez

F. I did not sell drugs.

Noe Rueda

Alex Fernandez

Post-Listening
1. Comprehension Questions
A. True or False?
1. His mom made more than $8,000 a month.

True

False

2. When he was 8 years old, he sold products in front
of his house.

True

False

3. The boy spent all his money on comic books.

True

False

4. Working at construction sites hurt his body.

True

False

5. The boy was teased for painting his shoes white.

True

False

Making It
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B. Multiple Choice
1.

2.

3.

4.
Alex Fernandez and Noe Rueda

What did he sell in front of his house?
a. Products
b. Fruits and vegetables
c. Comic books
Why did he paint his shoes white?
a. It was for his job
b. To make them look new
c. He was copying other children
Where did he work?
a. At a supermarket
b. At a restaurant
c. At a construction site
What is the boy doing now?
a. He is going to college
b. He is working construction
c. He is a teacher

C. Short Answer Questions
1. What did Noe Rueda dedicate himself to?
___________________________________________________________________________
2. How was the boy different from other children?
___________________________________________________________________________
3. Why did he not sell drugs?
___________________________________________________________________________
4. What is his motivation for going to college?
___________________________________________________________________________

Making It
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2. Vocabulary Exercises
A. Matching
____D__ 1. Comic Books

A. To fall; stumble

_______ 2. Millionaire

B. The reason for doing something

_______ 3. Construction Site

C. To do something for someone

_______ 4. Dressed Sharp

D. Short books with many pictures

_______ 5. Motivation

E. To suddenly understand

_______ 6. To Trip

F. Wearing nice clothes

_______ 7. To Realize

G. A place where they build buildings

_______ 8. To Dedicate

H. Someone who has a million dollars

Making It
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B. Fill in the blanks
Comic Books

Millionaire

Construction Site

Dressed Sharp

Motivation

To Trip

To Dedicate

To Realize

1. On the way to school I _____________ that I forgot my lunch.
2. It is important to be ________________for job interviews.
3. Children often save up money to buy ________________.
4. I called up the radio station and ______________ a song to my
girlfriend.
5. In order to graduate college, you must have strong _______________.
6. Be careful not to ______________ and fall down the hill. They are many
dangerous stones.
7. The homes are beautiful, but only a _____________ could afford them.
8. Right now it is only a _________________, but soon there will be a new
hospital.

Making It
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3. Extension Activities
A. Discussion
Should children have jobs? Work with a group of partners and
come up with a list of reasons why children should work, and why
children should not work. Then discuss your list with the class.
Children Should Work

Children Should Not Work

B. Create a Dialogue
Imagine you met with one of your
old teachers. What would you tell them
now? What questions do you think they
would ask you? Create a dialogue similar
to the one you just heard and practice it
with a partner.

Always a Family
A. Answer the following questions with a partner.
1.

What do you think is the best age to get married?

2.

In your home country, is divorce common?

3.

Why do couples get divorced?

4.

Is it possible to still love someone after you are divorced?

3. Focus Questions
A.

What happened to Monique’s marriage?

B.

Who called her on 9/11?

C.

Where did he call from?

During Listening
1. First Listen
In this recording, Monique Ferrer recalls her marriage and her
experience on 9/11. Listen to the recording and try to find the answers
to the focus questions.
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Always a Family
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2. Second Listen
What numbers do you hear in this recording? As you listen, write
down what numbers you hear. Then circle what type of number it is.
A. _____14______

Age

Date

Time

Floor #

B. _____________

Age

Date

Time

Floor #

C. _____________

Age

Date

Time

Floor #

D._____________

Age

Date

Time

Floor #

E. _____________

Age

Date

Time

Floor #

Post-Listening
1. Comprehension Questions
A. True or False?
1. Monique was 14 when she was married to Michael.

True

False

2. They had two children before they were divorced.

True

False

3. Michael told the children that he still loved their
mother.

True

False

4. Monique’s daughter was not at school because she
was sick.

True

False

5. Michael talked to his daughter on the phone.

True

False

Always a Family

15

2. Vocabulary Exercises
A. Matching
_______ 1. Divorced

A. The Twin Towers in New York City

_______ 2. To Confide

B. To become overwhelmed with emotion

_______ 3. Hysterical

C. To end a marriage

_______ 4. To Joke

D. To make people laugh

_______ 5. The World Trade Center

E. To tell a secret

B. Expressions
1. Match each expression with a picture.
The only thing on my mind

Drives me crazy

Breaks my heart

______________________

______________________

______________________

______________________

______________________

______________________

Always a Family
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2. Match each expression
with a situation.

Drives me crazy

Your loyal, kind, and trustworthy dog dies
after 15 years.

Breaks my heart

You are anxiously waiting to hear if you
got a promotion. You are checking your
email constantly and asking your
co-workers if they heard anything.

The only thing on my mind

You have to spend the weekend with your
mother-in-law, and she asks you over and
over why you don’t have kids yet.

C. Use each vocabulary word in sentence
1. Divorced
________________________________________________________________________________
2. To Confide
________________________________________________________________________________
3. Hysterical
________________________________________________________________________________
4. To Joke
________________________________________________________________________________
5. The World Trade Center
________________________________________________________________________________

Always a Family

C. Write a Letter
Write a letter to a loved one. It
could be a spouse, parent, child, or
anyone else you are close to.
Imagine you will not see them for a
long time. What would you tell them
in the letter?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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The Icing on the Cake
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Listen to Connie Alvarez interviewing her mother,
Bianca Alvarez, about what is was like immigrating to
the United States from Mexico.

Pre-Listening
1. Vocabulary

Babysitter
Pajamas

Couch
Word

Definition

Cup of Noodles
Word in Context

To Neglect

To forget about; to ignore

I bought a beautiful plant, but
because I neglected it, the plant died.

Inspiration

A person, place, or experience After the art museum, I was filled
that makes someone want to with inspiration to paint.
do something

Night Shift

Working hours at night

My mom isn’t home because she is
working the night shift.

The Icing on the Cake
B. Interview your partner.
1. Why did you decide to immigrate to the United States?
2. What types of jobs have you done here?
3. What is difficult about living in the United States?
4. What is easier about living in the United States?

3. Focus Questions
A. What jobs did Connie’s mother have in the United States?
B. How was their life when they first came to the United States?
C. What inspired Connie to go to college?

During Listening
1. First Listen
In this recording, Connie Alvarez interviews her mother
about coming to the United States as an immigrant in 1972.
Listen to the interview, and try to answer the focus questions
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The Icing on the Cake
B. Multiple Choice
1. What was the first job Bianca had in the United States.
a. Cleaning offices
b. Cook
c. Gardener
2. Why did she bring her kids to work?
a. She worked the night shift, and they didn’t have a babysitter.
b. The bosses liked her kids.
c. The kids helped her clean.
3. What did she buy her children?
a. Candy
b. Cup of Noodles
c. Bean tacos
4. How long did her father not have a job?
a. Two weeks
b. Six months
c. One year
C. Short Answer
1. Why did Bianca bring her children to work?
__________________________________________________________________________________
2. Why did they eat so many bean tacos?
__________________________________________________________________________________
3. What would Bianca do differently if she could raise Connie again?
__________________________________________________________________________________
4. What was Connie’s biggest inspiration for finishing college?
__________________________________________________________________________________
5. What is the most important thing for Connie?
__________________________________________________________________________________
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2. Vocabulary Exercises
A. Matching
______1. Night Shift

A. To have a desire to do something

______2. Couch

B. What you wear to sleep

______3. Babysitter

C. A cheap snack

______4. Pajamas

D. Working from 7pm to 7am

______5. Cup of Noodle

E. A comfortable place to sit

______6. Inspiration

F. To forget about; to ignore

______7. To Neglect

G. Someone who watches children

B. Fill in the blanks
Night Shift
Cup of Noodle

Babysitter
To Neglect

Pajamas
Couch

Inspiration

1. In Vietnam I don’t wear ________________ when I sleep because it is too hot.
2. My friends love to come over and watch the basketball game on my
___________.
3. I’m starving because all I ate for lunch was a _________________________.
4. The artist said that his _________________for his art was nature.
5. I __________________ to pay my bills and now I owe a penalty.
6. My dad works the ______________________ so he sleeps during the day.
7. One of the costs of having children is that you often must pay for a
________________.

The Icing on the Cake
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B. Class Discussion
Immigration is always a controversial issue in the United States.
Use the table below to organize your thoughts, and then have a class
discussion with the following questions.
Why do people
immigrate to the
U.S.

Who should be
allowed to immigrate
to the U.S. ?

Who should not be
allowed to immigrate
to the U.S.?

1. How does immigration help the United States?
2. What challenges does immigration bring?
3. What should be required of immigrants coming to the United States?

4

Knifepoint
On his way home from work, Julio Diaz was held up at
knifepoint. Listen to how he reacted.

Pre-Listening
1. Vocabulary
Knifepoint
Booth

To Rob
Wallet
Word

Definition

Word in Context

To Risk

The possibility or chance
of loss, danger or injury

If you don’t study, you are risking
failing this course.

To Behave

To act in a certain manner

The children behaved well all
morning, so they got an ice cream.

(To be)
Held Up

To be stopped on the
street and robbed

I got held up last week and the thief
took my phone and wallet.

Knifepoint
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Expression

Meaning

Expression in Context

I’ll treat you to To buy something for
____
someone

Let’s go out. I’ll treat you to dinner.

Treat people
right

My father was not rich or powerful,
but he was respected because he
always treated people right.

To give people respect,
and to act with
compassion and courtesy

2. Activating Prior Knowledge
A. Answer the following questions with a partner.
1. Have you ever been robbed?
2. What was taken?
3. How do you feel after you have been robbed?
4. What did you do?

B. What crimes are more serious than others? Place the following crimes on
the line below. Compare your work to your partner’s work and discuss.
Robbing someone at gunpoint
Buying drugs

Speeding

Underage drinking

Driving drunk
Stealing groceries

Ex. Lying on your taxes

Not serious

Serious

Knifepoint
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Post-Listening
1. Comprehension Questions
A. True or False?
1. Julio Diaz was robbed at gunpoint.

True

False

2. The teenager asked for his wallet and his coat.

True

False

3. Julio was worried about the teenager being cold.

True

False

4. At the diner, Julio treated the teenager to dinner.

True

False

5. The teenager gave his knife to Julio.

True

False

B. Put the story in the correct order.
______ A teenager held him up at knifepoint.
______ Julio gave the teenager twenty dollars in exchange for his knife.
______ Julio invited the teenager to dinner.
______ The teenager gave Julio his wallet back.
___1__ Julio got off the train in a subway station in New York City.
______ Julio offered the teenager his coat.
______ The teenager was impressed by how Julio treated the diner staff.

Knifepoint
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C. Short Answer Questions
1. Where was Julio Diaz?
___________________________________________________________________________________
2. Why did the teenager stop him?
___________________________________________________________________________________
3. After he gave the teenager his wallet, what did Julio say?
___________________________________________________________________________________
4. Where did they go next?
___________________________________________________________________________________
5. What did Julio ask for when he gave the teenager twenty dollars?
___________________________________________________________________________________

2. Vocabulary Exercises
A. Matching
______1. Knifepoint

A. To have things taken from you violently

______2. Booth

B. A big, comfortable seat in a restaurant

______3. To Rob

C. To act in a certain way

______4. Wallet

D. The sharp point of a knife

______5. To Risk

E. To take a chance

______6. To Behave

F. To steal something

______7. (To Be) Held Up

G. A place to keep credit cards and money

Knifepoint
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B. Fill in the blanks
Wallet
To Rob

Booth
To Risk

Knifepoint
To Behave

To Be Held Up

1. I don’t want to skydive because I don’t want to ____________ my life.
2. Even if you are poor, it is not a good idea to ___________ banks.
3. When the _______________________ is dull, it is hard to clean the fish.
4. Whenever we go to the diner we always ask the waitress for a ____________.
5. I lost my _____________ yesterday, and now I have to cancel my credit cards.
6. When my cousin was __________________ he did not report it to the police.
7. If you ________________, I will treat you to an ice cream cone.
C. Use each vocabulary word in sentence
1. Wallet
________________________________________________
______________________________________________

2. To Rob
________________________________________________
______________________________________________

3. To Behave
________________________________________________
______________________________________________

4. To Risk
________________________________________________
______________________________________________

5. To Be Held Up
________________________________________________
______________________________________________

I risked missing my train
because I stopped for the
bathroom

Knifepoint
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D. Circle the nouns that complete the expression logically
I’m going to treat you to _________________!

dinner
my homework
a movie
lunch
an argument
extra work
a new toy
my bill

3. Extension Activities
A. Discussion Questions
Answer the following questions as a class.
1. How would you describe Julio Diaz?
2. Do you think the teenager learned from this experience?
3. Could you do the same thing in his situation?
B. Dialogue
With a partner, act out the scene between Julio and the teenager.
Use the following pieces of dialogue in your scene.
Julio Diaz - If you’re going to be robbing people for the rest of the night,
you might as well take my coat.
Teenager - Man, you know everybody here. Do you own this place?
Julio Diaz - Haven’t you been taught that you should be nice to
everybody?

The Nature of War
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Word

Definition

Word in Context

Compound

A group of buildings
surrounded by a fence or
wall

The compound was safe, but
outside the walls it was quite
dangerous.

To Encounter

To meet; to come upon

The sailor encountered many
storms on his way to Australia.

Outgoing

Friendly, talkative; not shy

Outgoing people are more likely
to make friends.

Expression

Meaning

Expression in Context

To open up

To express one’s
emotions

Some people say that men have
more difficulty opening up,
however I disagree.

Something to
look forward to

To be excited about
something

My vacation this month is
something to look forward to.

2. Activating Prior Knowledge
A. Complete the following chart about the Iraq
War, and discuss it with the class.
What do you already
know about the Iraq War?

What do you want to
learn about the Iraq War?

After the class discussion,
what did you learn about
the Iraq War?

The Nature of War
B. Answer the following questions with a partner.
1. Do you have any family members who are soldiers?
2. Where were you in 2006?
3. Do you remember hearing about the Iraq War?

3. Focus Questions
A. How did Justin meet these boys?
B. How did he feel about them?
C. What happened to Ahmed?

During Listening
1. First Listen
In this recording, Justin Cliburn tells his wife about two Iraqi boys
he met while he was working in Iraq as a soldier. Listen to the
recording and try to answer the focus questions.
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2. Second Listen
Listen to the recording again, and fill in the missing words or
phrases.
He was very _____________. And the second or third time that I met him, he
brought his best friend, Ahmed. And Ahmed was much more
___________________. And so, Ali really opened up. And once I met these children,
it made every day something I looked forward to. We would play
__________________________. We would kick around a ________________.

We

were about as close as people that don't speak the same language can be. I
had never been really good with _________________, and this was the first time I
felt like I loved someone who wasn't my _____________________. But one day Ali
showed up and I could tell something wasn't right.

Post-Listening
1. Comprehension Questions
A. True or False?
1. Unlike the other children, Ahmed was shy.

True

False

2. Ahmed, Ali, and Justin played basketball together.

True

False

3. Ahmed told Justin that Ali had been injured by a bomb.

True

False

4. The soldiers collected clothing for Ali and his mother.

True

False

5. Ahmed told Justin that Ali had died.

True

False

The Nature of War
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B. Put the story in the correct order.
________

Ahmed tells Justin that Ali has been injured in a bomb blast.

________

Justin, Ali, and Ahmed begin spending time together.

________

Justin watches news reports on Iraq and looks for Ahmed.

________

Ahmed tells Justin that Ali has died.

___1____ Justin sees a shy boy on the compound.
________

The soldiers collect money for Ali’s family.

________

Ahmed introduces the shy boy to Justin.

Justin and Deanne Cliburn

Ali

C. Short Answer Questions
1. Who did Justin meet first?
_________________________________________________________________________________
2. What did Justin look forward to each day?
_________________________________________________________________________________
3. How did the soldiers react when they heard about Ali?
_________________________________________________________________________________
4. How did Ahmed tell Justin that Ali had died?
_________________________________________________________________________________
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2. Vocabulary Exercises
A. Match the vocabulary word with the picture
Camouflage

Curb

To Detonate

Rock, Paper, Scissors

Humvee

Compound

_____________

_____________

_____________

_____________

_____________

_____________

B. Matching
_______1. Curb

A. Friendly; social

_______2. Rock, Paper, Scissors

B. To explode

_______3. Compound

C. A group of buildings within a wall

_______4. Humvee

D. The cement that borders a road

_______5. Camouflage

E. A pattern that resembles nature

_______6. To Detonate

F. A military car

_______7. Outgoing

G. A simple game involving fingers
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3. Extension Activities
A. Discussion Questions
Answer the following questions as a class.
1. Why do you think Justin looked forward to spending time with the boys?
2. How did this experience affect Justin?
3. What do you think Ahmed is doing now?
B. Describe the picture
The photographs below are all famous images of the Iraq War.
With a partner, describe the images. See if your partner can
correctly guess which image you are speaking about.
1.

3.

2.

4.
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C. Write a Letter
Imagine you are Justin in the
present day, and you are writing a
letter to Ahmed. What would you say?
What would you tell him about
yourself, and what would you ask him?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Justin Cliburn and
Ahmed
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Resources For More Content
This curriculum contains five recordings featuring authentic
American English. However, over the last 15 years Storycorps.org has
recorded and archived more than 65,000 interviews, and they are all
located online for the public to access. In addition, more than 30 of
these recordings have been professionally animated. These videos are
located on youtube, as well as on the storycorps website.

Sundays at Rocco’s

A More Perfect Union

1st Squad, 3rd Platoon

No More Questions!
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Transcripts
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